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105  East  22d  Stkeet,  New  York  City, 

November  1,  1900. 

Mr.  Robert  W.  de  Forest,  Chairman, 

Tenement  House  Commission  : 

Dear  Sir, — We  beg  to  submit  herewith  a report  on 
tenement  house  fires  in  New  York  City  during  the  past 
two  years  and  a half.  In  preparing  this  report  we  have 
sought  to  present  only  accurate  facts  and  not  impressions, 
and  to  this  end  have  drawn  our  information  from  the 
original  records  of  the  Fire  Department. 

Respectfully  submitted, 

Hugh  Bonner. 
Lawrence  Veiller. 
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TENEMENT  HOUSE  FIRES. 


During  the  past  twelve  months  41  persons  have  been 
burned  to  death  in  tenement  houses  in  this  city,  and  34 
persons  have  been  more  or  less  seriously  injured.  The 
newspaper  records  of  these  fires  relate  an  almost  con- 
tinuous chapter  of  horrors,  describing  panic-stricken 
tenants  jumping  from  windows  and  heroic  rescues  by  fire- 
men. The  following  headings  of  tenement  house  fires 
taken  from  the  New  York  Times , the  Commercial  Ad- 
vertiser, the  Evening  Post  and  the  Mail  and  Express , all 
papers  thoroughly  conservative  and  in  no  way  sensational, 
give  one  a realizing  sense  of  the  horror  of  such  occur- 
rences : 

Crazed  by  Fright  at  a Fire!  Youth  Refuses  to  Follow 
His  Father  and  Jumps  from  a Window!  [Com.  Adv .,  Dec.  27, 
1899.)  Fire  Empties  a Tenement!  12  Families  Forced  to 
Flee  to  the  Street!  [Com.  Adv.,  Jan.  l,  1900.)  One  Dead,  11  In- 
jured in  Fire!  Crowded  First  Avenue  Tenement  Wrecked! 
A Baby’s  the  Only  Life  Lost,  but  Brave  Rescuers  Prevent 
Long  List  of  Casualties!  Flames  Shoot  up  Air-shaft! 
[Evg.  Sun,  Jan.  2, 1900.)  Loss  of  Life  in  a First  Avenue  Fire 
— 2 Children  Dead — 3 Missing  and  7 Persons  Injured! 
Flames  Burst  Out  Suddenly!  [Times,  Jan.  2, 1900.)  3 Perish 

in  Midnight  Fire.  Flames  sweep  through  a Big  Five- 
Story  Tenement!  Other  Tenants  are  Missing!  Policemen 
Make  Many  Rescues!  4 Firemen  Overcome  by  Gas  and 
Smoke!  [Times,  Jan.  6,  1900.)  16  Families  Homeless!  A 

$10,000  Tenement  House  Fire!  Rescues  by  a Policeman 
and  Watchman!  [Evg.  Post,  Feb.  4, 1900.)  A Tenement  Fire 
Panic!  Tenants  Rush  to  Escape  from  Flames  and  Smoke 
in  a Broome  Street  Blaze!  [Post,  Feb.  10, 1900.)  Panic  at  Har- 
lem Fire!  Negro  and  2 White  Men  Rescue  6 Children — 
the  Negro  Makes  a Derrick  of  His  Body,  His  Legs  Held  by 
the  White  Men,  and  Swings  the  Children  to  Safety! 
[Times,  March  21,  1900.)  Fires  Menace  Many  Lives!  Two 
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Victims  of  the  Flames  will  Probably  Die!  The  Bravery  of 
Policeman  Saves  Women  and  Children  in  East  Side  Tene- 
ment Houses!  {Times,  April  14,  1900.)  Three  Die  in  Flames! 
Children  Victims  of  Fire  in  Tenement  at  No.  74  Forsyth 
Street!  Girl  Saves  Her  Father’s  Life!  Policeman  Falls 
a Story  with  Two  Babies  in  His  Arms!  Many  Walk  a 
Plank  Across  Dizzy  Abyss  to  Safety.  ( Mail  and  Express,  April 
25,1900.)  11  Persons  Dead  in  Tenement  Fire!  Policemen 
Face  Flames  and  Smoke  and  Make  Brave  Fescues!  Entire 
Family  Wiped  Out!  Of  Another  Household  3 are  Dead 
and  6 Lie  in  Gouverneur  Hospital  Terribly  Injured! 
(Times,  June  16, 1900.)  Second  Tenement  Fire!  One  Woman 
Burned  to  Death  and  Many  Other  Persons  Injured ! Panic- 
stricken  Inmates  of  Building  Leap  to  Adjoining  Roofs — 
Women  and  Children  Trampled  On!  (Times,  June  1 6,  1900.) 
Panic-stricken  at  a Fire — Firemen  and  Policemen  Have 
Difficulty  in  Rescuing  Tenants  from  Burning  Building! 
(Times,  July  5,  1900.)  Fire  in  Italian  Tenement-- The  Men 
Seek  their  Own  Safety.  Police  Rescue  Women  and  Chil- 
dren! (Times,  Aug.  9,  1900.)  Eight  Dead  by  Fire!  Awful 
Tragedy  this  Morning  in  Hester  Street — The  Work  of  an 
Incendiary — Woman  Burned  to  Death  on  Fire  Escape  in 
Sight  of  Crowd!  Faces  of  Tortured  People  Seen  at  the 
Windows!  (Mail  and  Express,  Oct.  17th.) 

During  a period  of  11  years  from  January  1,  1884,  to 
January  1,  1895,  only  177  persons  met  their  deaths  in 
tenement  house  fires,  while  during  the  past  twelve  months 
(November  1,  1899,  to  November  1,  1900)  41  persons  have 
been  killed  in  this  manner,  the  number  of  deaths  caused 
in  this  way  in  this  one  year  being  one-fourth  of  all  the 
deaths  occasioned  by  such  cause  in  eleven  years. 

This  has  been  the  loss  in  life  only;  unfortunately  there 
is  no  way  of  estimating  the  suffering  from  exposure  and 
panic  and  the  mental  strain  engendered  by  such  calami- 
ties, nor  is  there  any  way  of  estimating  the  financial  loss 
to  the  poor  people,  from  whom  fire  nearly  always  sweeps 
away  all  their  possessions.  To  what  extent  these  calami- 
ties could  have  been  prevented  and  how  far  the  construe- 
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tion  of  the  buildings  in  which  they  occurred  was  respon- 
sible for  them,  it  becomes  of  the  utmost  importance  to 
know. 

Forty-seven  per  cent,  of  all  the  fires  in  the  city  occur 
in  tenement  houses,  although  these  buildings  are  only 
thirty-seven  per  cent,  of  all  the  buildings  in  the  city. 

During  the  years  1898  and  1899  there  were  6,324  fires  in 
tenement  houses  in  Greater  New  York.  If  all  these  fires 
had  gained  full  headway  before  the  arrival  of  the  firemen, 
what  the  loss  in  life  and  property  would  have  been  one 
hesitates  to  imagine.  Only  a small  number  of  these  fires, 
however,  became  so  serious  before  the  arrival  of  the  fire- 
men that  it  was  not  possible  to  check  them  before  they 
had  spread  throughout  the  building.  The  possibilities, 
however,  for  disastrous  consequences  existed  in  almost 
every  case,  and  had  it  not  been  for  the  efficiency  of  the 
fire  department,  the  results  would  have  been  far  different. 

In  order  to  ascertain  how  tenement  houses  should  be 
constructed  so  as  to  minimize  the  danger  from  fire,  it  be- 
comes necessary  to  have  exact  knowledge  as  to  the  way  in 
which  fires  ordinarily  spread  through  such  buildings,  so 
that  those  parts  of  the  buildings  which  are  the  dangerous 
parts  may  be  more  fully  protected.  Do  most  tenement 
house  fires  extend  from  one  part  of  the  building  to 
another  by  means  of  the  light-shafts,  or  through  the 
stairways  and  public  hall,  or  directly  through  the  floors 
and  partitions  enclosing  the  rooms  % — or  in  what  ways  do 
such  fires  spread,  and  to  what  extent?  To  ascertain  these 
facts  the  original  records  of  the  Fire  Department,  con- 
tained in  the  reports  of  the  chiefs  of  battalions,  have  been 
placed  at  the  disposal  of  the  Commission  through  the 
courtesy  of  the  Fire  Department.  Over  60,000  of  such 
records  have  been  examined.  From  these  records  have 
been  selected  all  those  relating  to  fires  which  occurred  in 
tenement  houses  during  the  years  1898  and  1899  in  all  the 
different  Boroughs  of  Greater  New  York,  and  also  the 
records  of  similar  fires  occurring  during  the  first  six 
months  of  the  year  1900  in  the  Boroughs  of  Manhattan  and 
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the  Bronx.  It  was  originally  planned  to  extend  this 
examination  and  study  over  a period  of  five  years,  but  it 
was  found  that  the  original  records  of  the  Fire  Depart- 
ment prior  to  1898  were  not  available  in  such  form  as  to 
be  useful  for  this  inquiry. 

An  examination  of  the  records  for  this  period  discloses 
the  fact  that  during  this  time  7,943  fires  have  occurred  in 
tenement  houses.  A large  number  of  these,  however,  were 
found  to  be  of  comparatively  slight  importance,  having 
been  extinguished  in  a few  moments  after  the  arrival  of 
the  apparatus  of  the  Fire  Department.  It  became  neces- 
sary, therefore,  at  the  start  to  distinguish  between  those 
tenement  fires  which  were  of  relatively  slight  importance 
and  those  which  extended  throughout  the  building.  It 
was  found  that  in  329  tenement  houses  during  this  period 
the  fires  had  extended  through  the  buildings. 

The  following  table  shows  in  detail  the  total  number  of 
fires  in  each  Borough,  as  well  as  the  total  number  for  the 

TENEMENT  HOUSE  FIRES  IN  GREATER  NEW  YORK.— 1898-1900. 
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whole  city,  the  number  of  tenement  house  fires  and  the 
percentage  of  such  fires.  Of  the  tenement  house  fires, 
the  number  that  were  serious,  and  the  number  of  those 
confined  to  the  point  of  starting,  and  also  the  percentage 
of  the  extended  fires,  has  been  given.  Of  this  latter  class 
a very  detailed  analysis  is  made  of  the  course  of  such  fires 
through  the  buildings,  showing  the  number  and  percent- 
age of  those  that  extended  through  light-shafts,  through 
the  dumbwaiter  and  elevator  shafts,  through  halls  and 
stairs,  through  partitions  and  flooring,  and  in  other  ways: 

It  appears  from  a study  of  these  statistics  that  during 
the  period  under  examination  (1898,  1899  and  the  first 
half  of  1900),  there  were  in  the  City  of  Greater  New  York 
a total  number  of  16,948  fires,  and  that  7,943  of  these 
occurred  in  tenement  houses,  i.  e.,  that  47  per  cent,  or 
nearly  one-half  of  all  the  fires  occurred  in  buildings  of 
this  kind.  Of  these  7,943  tenement  house  fires  7,614  were 
confined  to  the  point  of  starting,  while  329  extended 
through  the  building;  that  is,  4 per  cent,  of  these  fires 
were  serious  in  their  consequences. 

Of  the  329  fires  which  extended  through  the  build- 
ing, 76,  or  26  per  cent.,  spread  by  means  of  the  light- 
shafts;  29,  or  10  per  cent.,  through  the  dumbwaiter  and 
elevator  shaft,  59  of  them,  or  20  per  cent.,  through  the 
halls  and  stairs;  14,  or  5 per  cent.,  through  the  light-shaft 
combined  with  the  halls  and  stairs;  70,  or  24  per  cent., 
through  the  flooring  or  partitions,  14,  or  5 per  cent., 
through  the  spaces  around  pipes;  16,  or  5 per  cent., 
through  windows  outside  the  building,  and  18,  or  6 per 
cent.,  in  other  various  ways.  That  is,  approximately 
speaking,  one-fourth  of  all  the  fires  went  through  the  light- 
shafts,  and  one  fifth  through  the  halls  and  stairs,  while 
another  fourth  spread  by  means  of  the  partitions  and 
floorings.  It  becomes  evident,  therefore,  that  the  small, 
narrow  light-shaft,  serving  as  a flue,  is  a source  of  the 
greatest  danger  in  buildings  of  this  kind,  and  from  the 
point  of  view  of  fire,  as  well  as  from  the  sanitary  point 
of  view,  the  construction  of  such  shafts  in  future  tenement 
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houses  should  be  absolutely  prohibited.  It  is  equally 
apparent  that  the  public  halls  and  stairs  in  such  buildings 
should  be  make  absolutely  fireproof,  and  that  every  pre- 
caution should  be  taken  to  prevent  the  spread  of  fire  by 
confining  it  to  such  fireproof  portions  of  the  building. 

It  might  well  be  asked  by  a person  studying  this  sub- 
ject, why  is  it  that  theie  are  so  many  of  these  tenement 
house  fires,  and  what  is  their  cause?  A study  of  the 
records  shows  that  the  causes  are  of  great  variety,  and 
that  they  are  due  in  large  measure  to  the  fact  hat  so 
great  a number  of  people  are  living  in  such  close  contact. 

Among  the  causes  most  frequently  noted  are  the 
careless  use  of  matches;  the  upsetting  of  kerosene  lamps; 
gas  explosions,  and  the  placing  of  clothing  and  furniture 
too  near  stoves,  while  many  fires  occur  from  children 
playing  with  matches  on  sofas  and  on  beds.  Other  causes 
to  be  found  are  in  fat  boiling  over,  rubbish  in  cellars  ignit- 
ing, sparks  from  locomotives  and  fire  crackers,  and  a 
certain  proportion  are  of  incendiary  origin.  The  following 
table  shows  the  various  causes  of  tenement  house  fires 
during  the  month  of  June  of  the  present  year: 

TABLE  SHOWING  THE  VARIOUS  CAUSES  OF  TENEMENT  HOUSE  FIRES  DURING  THE  MONTH  OF 

JUNE,  1900. 


Date. 

Total  Tenement 

Fires. 

Careless  Use 
op  Matches. 

Upsetting  op 
Kerosene  Lamp. 

Carelessness 
with  Candle. 

Gas  Explosion. 

Gas  Jet. 

Clothing  and 
Furniture  too 
near  Stove. 

Bedding  and 
Sofa  Fires. 

6 

£ 

3 

o 

M 

■< 

fa 

Foul  Chimney. 

Cellar  Rubbish 

Igniting. 

Fire  Crackers  . 

Spark  from 
Locomotive. 

Electric  Wire. 

Incendiary. 

Not  Known. 

o' 

£ 

Percent- 

age. 

6 

£ 

Percent- 

age. 

6 

£ 

Percents 

age. 

' o 
£ 

a . 

fa 

d 

& 

Percent- 

age. 

o 

£ 

P . 
0 ® 
p tc 
Q)  P 

o 

& 

Percent- 

age. 

o* 

£ 

Percent- 

age. 

o 

£ 

Percent- 

age. 

o' 

& 

Percent- 

age. 

o 

£ 

Percent- 

age. 

o' 

& 

Percent- 

age. 

o 

£ 

Percent- 

age. 

o’ 

£ 

Percent- 

age. 

o' 

Percent" 

age. 

Less 

Less 

Less 

1900. 

than 

than 

than 

June. . . 

210 

32 

13% 

9 

10/ 

“1%0 

18 

8% 

u 

5% 

5 

2% 

22 

9% 

a 

5% 

3 

i% 

10 

4% 

13 

5% 

6 

3% 

1 

1% 

i 

1% 

1 

1% 

97 

40% 

TENEMENT  FfRES — JANUARY  1 TO  JULY  1, 


(OSIokthb.) 


Puce*  or  Srumso  axd  Time  or  Oocciunssc*. 


— 

——I 

-Big" 

ndllA.K. 

C— «• 

oooBDm.  | Onoc*  fnnovCoLa 

ii 

p 

i1 

3| 

P 

j 

]! 

S| 

lips 

1 

-A 

ill 

i 

I 

i 

m 

14 

i 

5 

i 

h 

is 

jl 

h 

lh 

! 

[Is 

1 

2 

j 

S| 

pi 

fl 

% 

1 

2 

5 

fi 

jl 

|ls 

1 

|!< 

1 

jl 

is 

p 

a 

S2 

11 

1 

I 

! 

Ii 

ll 

% 

I 

| 

Sj 

i 

1 

gis 

|a 

P 

I 

i 

i 

I 

1 

£: 

I i 

1 

If  i 

s 

1 

s 

j 

I 

1 

| 

1 

1,5 

| 

I 

a;i 

!? 

J 

ij 

” 

1 

1 

Sv 

“ 

“*l 

* ! “ 

,u 

**r  u 

* 

■* 

* 

“ 

• 

H 

*» 

• 

« 

w 

.so 

« 

,» 

OQ 

s 

W5 

«* 

KB 

S3 

** 

TO  JULY  1,  1900.  (6  Months.  ) 

ND  BRONX. 

Time  of  Occubrence. 


Originated  in  Halls. 

i 

Originated  in  Other  Parts 
op  Building. 

Origin  not  Re- 
corded. 

Night. 

Between  6 p.  m.  and  6 A.  M. 

Day. 

Between  6 a.  m.  and  6 p.  m. 

_ o3 

dec 

a 

30 

si 

hPh.S 

H 

Fires  Extending 
through  Build- 
ing. 

Total  in  Halls. 

Percentage  in 
Halls. 

Fires  Confined  to 
Point  of  Start- 
ing. 

Fires  Extending 
through  Build- 
ing. 

Total  in  Other 
Parts. 

Percentage  in 
Other  Parts. 

Fires  Confined  to 
Point  of  Start- 
ing, 

Fires  Extending 
through  Build- 
ing. 

Total. 

1 Fires  Confined  to 

Point  of  Start- 
ing. 

Fires  Extending 
through  Build- 
ing. 

Total. 

Percentage. 

Fires  Confined  to 

Point  of  Start- 

ing. 

Fires  Extending 

through  Budd- 

ing. 

Total. 

Percentage. 

3 

2 

5 

2% 

23 

2 

25 

9% 

19 

0 

19  1 

109 

10 

119 

39?„' 

179 

6 

185 

61% 

10 

i 

11 

4% 

23 

1 

24 

9X 

11 

0 

11 

112 

13 

125 

46% 

144 

5 

149 

54% 

9 

2 

11 

4% 

18 

1 

19 

8X 

3 

0 

3 

108 

10 

118 

47  X 

127 

4 

131 

53% 

13 

0 

13 

5% 

30 

0 

20 

8X 

10 

1 

li 

131 

3 

134 

49X 

134 

5 

139 

51% 

7 

0 

7 

3% 

20 

1 

21 

8% 

19 

0 

19 

127 

5 

132 

47X 

137 

10 

147 

53% 

7 

1 

8 

gO/ 

16 

1 

17 

7X 

7 

2 

9 

121 

6 

127 

S3X 

111 

2 

113 

47% 

48 

6 

54 

ax 

120 

6 

126 

00 

69 

3 

72 

708 

47 

755 

47  X 

832 

32 

864 

53% 

11 


For  a number  of  years  it  has  been  stated  that  a great 
many  fires  originate  in  cellars  and  that  a large  proportion 
also  originate  in  stores  located  on  the  first  story  of  build- 
ings of  this  kind;  and  it  has  recently  been  supposed  that 
a large  number  of  tenement  house  fires  are  especially  due 
to  the  fact  that  tenement  house  hallways  are  not  kept 
lighted  late  at  night,  and  that  persons  coming  home  at 
such  times  throw  half-burned  matches  carelessly  into  the 
halls,  thus  setting  fire  to  the  building. 

The  following  table  shows  in  detail  how  all  the  tenement 
house  fires  occurring  during  the  first  six  months  of  the 
year  1900  originated,  differentiating  the  serious  fires  which 
extended  through  the  building  from  those  of  slighter  im- 
portance which  were  confined  to  the  point  of  starting;  and 
showing  the  actual  number,  as  well  as  the  percentage,  of 
fires  orginating  in  the  rooms  of  the  tenants,  the  number 
of  fires  originating  in  the  cellar,  and  in  stores  on  the  first 
floor,  as  well  as  those  originating  in  halls  and  other  parts 
of  the  building. 

It  appears  from  a study  of  this  table  that  during  the 
period  from  January  1 to  July  1,  1900,  there  occurred  in 
the  Boroughs  of  Manhattan  and  the  Bronx  1,619  tenement 
house  fires.  That  of  this  number  809,  or  52  per  cent., 
originated  in  the  rooms  of  the  tenants;  that  405,  or  26  per 
cent.,  originated  in  some  part  of  the  cellar,  and  that  of 
these  405  cellar  fires,  143,  or  one-third,  originated  in  the 
wooden  compartments  reserved  for  the  storage  of  wood 
and  coal.  Further,  that  only  153,  or  10  per  cent.,  started 
in  stores  on  the  first  floor  of  the  building,  and  that  but  54, 
or  3 per  cent.,  originated  in  the  hallways,  while  126,  or  8 
per  cent.,  originated  in  other  parts  of  the  building.  Of 
these  1,619  tenement  house  fires,  755,  or  47  per  cent., 
occurred  in  the  night  time,  while  864,  or  53  per  cent., 
occurred  in  the  day. 

It  has  been  often  asked  whether  the  number  of  fires 
occurring  in  tenement  houses  bears  a relation  proportion- 
ate to  the  number  of  buildings  of  this  kind  in  the  city  as 
compared  with  other  kinds  of  buildings;  that  is,  while  it 
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may  be  true  that  practically  one-half  of  the  fires  occur  in 
tenement  houses,  is  it  not  true  that  one-half  of  all  the 
buildings  in  the  city  are  buildings  of  this  kind?  In  order 
to  appreciate  the  full  value  of  these  statistics  a table  show- 
ing the  number  of  fires  in  tenement  houses,  and  also  in 
other  classes  of  buildings,  as  compared  with  the  actual 
number  of  such  buildings  in  the  city,  has  been  prepared: 

MANHATTAN  AND  BEONX. 

1899.* 

A Comparative  Table  Showing  Ntjmbeb  op  Fires  in  Tenements 
and  Other  Kinds  of  Buildings  as  well  as  Actual  Number  of 
Each  Kind  of  Building. 


tNo. 

Total 
Buildings 
in  City. 

Percent- 
age of. 

No.  of 
Fires  in. 

Total  Fires 
in  City. 

Percent- 
age of 
Fires  in. 

Tenements 

44,281 

119,149 

87%- 

2,551 

4,872 

52% 

Dwellings 

49,742 

119,149 

42% 

Less  than 

661 

4,872 

14% 

Lodging  Houses 

286 

119,149 

1 % 

24 

4,872 

1% 

Hotels 

1,172 

119,149 

1% 

Less  than 

88 

4,872 

2% 

Less  than 

Theatres 

191 

119,149 

1 V 

Less  than 

22 

4,872 

1% 

Less  than 

Schools 

507 

119,149 

1% 

22 

4,872 

1% 

Commercial  Buildings. . 

14,805 

119,149 

12% 

1,209 

4,872 

25% 

Miscellaneous 

8,165 

119,149 

7% 

295 

4,872 

6% 

* Eleven  Months.  Tenement  Records  for  January  not  obtainable, 
t Statistics  taken  from  Census  made  by  Building  Department  April  19, 1900. 


From  this  table  it  appears  that  while  52  percent,  of  all 
fires  in  the  Boroughs  of  Manhattan  and  the  Bronx  occurred 
in  tenement  houses,  yet  only  37  per  cent,  of  ail  the  build- 
ings in  rhese  boroughs  are  tenements.  This  fact  assumes 
special  significance  when  we  consider  that  while  42  per 
cent,  of  all  the  buildings  in  the  city  are  dwelling  bouses, 
or  houses  occupied  by  less  than  three  families,  yet  only  14 
per  cent,  of  the  fires  occur  in  such  buildings. 

In  order  that  the  importance  of  constructing  the  hall- 
ways and  public  stairs  of  buildings  absolutely  fireproof 
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may  be  more  fully  realized,  we  have  appended  to  this 
report  the  results  of  our  examination  of  two  tenement 
house  fires  occurring  within  twenty-four  hours  of  each 
other.  The  one  which  occurred  at  No.  3±  Jackson  street 
was  in  an  old  tenement  house  erected  at  least  twenty-five 
years  ago.  In  this  building  the  halls  and  stairs  and  the 
partitions  separating  these  halls  and  stairs  from  the  rooms 
of  the  tenants  were  constructed  entirely  of  wrood,  with 
the  result  that  as  soon  as  the  fire  reached  the  hallway  it 
spread  almost  instantaneously  through  the  entire  build- 
ing, at  once  reaching  the  apartments  of  the  tenants  and 
making  escape  impossible.  At  this  fire  eleven  persons 
were  killed  and  five  injured.  The  other  fire,  at  No.  26 
Rutgers  street,  was  in  a building  erected  in  1899.  The  fire 
started  in  one  of  the  apartments  on  the  first  floor  and  im- 
mediately spread  to  the  public  halls  and  stairs  of  the  build- 
ing, to  which  the  fire  was  entirely  confined,  although  it 
extended  through  this  hallway  and  stairs  almost  to  the 
roof.  The  stairs  and  halls,  however,  were  constructed 
fireproof,  the  stairs  being  of  iron,  with  slate  treads,  and 
the  partitions  enclosing  the  halls  were  brick  walls.  More- 
over, the  halls  were  shut  off  from  the  private  corridors  of 
the  building  by  means  of  doors,  and  this  undoubtedly 
saved  the  building.  In  this  latter  fire  but  one  person  was 
killed,  and  this  wras  through  suffocation.  It  should  be 
noted,  however,  that  in  the  first  case  the  fire  occurred  late 
at  night,  when  the  people  were  asleep,  and  the  fire  prob- 
ably thus  had  opportunity  to  gain  great  headway  before 
the  apparatus  of  the  Fire  Department  could  be  summoned; 
while  in  the  other  case,  at  the  Rutgers  street  fire,  the  fire 
occurred  at  8 o’clock  in  the  evening,  when  the  streets  were 
thronged  with  people,  and  wfiien  the  alarm  was  quickly 
sent  in.  It  would  be  hard  to  find  two  instances  which 
illustrate  better  the  value  of  fireproof  construction  in 
the  important  parts  of  the  building  as  compared  with 
the  danger  of  ordinary  wooden  construction  than  these 
two  fires,  occurring  within  so  short  a period  of  each 
other. 
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We  would  especially  call  attention  to  the  fact  that  there 
are  in  the  city  a large  number  of  tenement  houses  in  which 
there  are  wooden  or  frame  air-shafts  and  dumbwaiter 
shafts,  such  buildings  having  been  constructed  prior  to 
1887,  when  fireproof  shafts  were  first  required. 

These  buildings  are  scattered  all  over  the  city,  but  are 
to  be  found  especially  in  the  district  known  as  Yorkville. 
In  that  part  of  the  city,  from  40th  to  86th  street,  from 
Third  avenue  to  the  East  River,  out  of  a total  of  4,672  tene- 
ment houses  we  find  1,303,  or  30  per  cent.,  of  such  build- 
ings constructed  with  these  frame  or  wooden  shafts.  And 
from  86th  street  to  130th  street,  from  Third  avenue  to  the 
East  River,  we  find,  out  of  a total  of  3,093  tenement  houses 
1,102  of  such  buildings,  or  36  per  cent.,  with  these  franie 
or  wooden  shafts.  Such  shafts  in  case  of  fire  become 
immediately  an  inflammable  flue  and  make  it  almost  im- 
possible to  save  the  building  from  total  destruction.  In 
many  cases  these  houses  are  built  in  solid  blocks  all  alike; 
in  other  cases  in  rows  of  six  or  eight,  or  even  ten  at  a time. 
It  is  hardly  necessary  to  point  out  that  such  a condition  of 
affairs  is  a serious  menace  to  life  and  property  in  the  neigh- 
borhood, and  we  believe  that  some  action  should  be  taken 
at  once  looking  toward  making  these  buildings  safe  as  far 
as  possible  without  reconstructing  them.  The  danger,  we 
believe,  can  be  very  much  minimized  by  requiring  such 
shafts  to  be  lined  or  covered  with  fireproof  material.  This 
will  not  involve  a very  great  cost  and  will  accomplish 
excellent  results. 

We  have  also  appended  to  this  report  extracts  from  the 
reports  of  the  chiefs  of  battalions  from  January  1st  to  July 
1st  of  the  present  year  in  reference  to  tenement  house 
fires,  either  where  there  was  loss  of  life,  or  where  rescues 
of  tenants  were  made  by  firemen. 

We  believe  that  no  tenement  house  should  be  erected  in 
the  future  unless  fireproof  throughout.  We  appreciate, 
however,  that  such  method  of  construction  would  increase 
the  cost  of  such  buildings,  and  that  there  are  other  evils 
in  our  tenement  houses  to  be  remedied  more  serious  even 
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than  the  danger  from  fire.  If  a choice  must  he  made , it 
seems  to  us  preferable  that  a few  people  should  be  burned 
to  death  each  year  than  that  thousands  should  be  killed 
slowly  by  tuberculosis  and  other  diseases  caused  by  lack  of 
proper  light  and  air. 

Hugh  Bonner, 
Lawrence  Veiller. 


APPENDIX  No.  U 


REPORT  ON  TWO  TENEMENT  HOUSE  FIRES. 

No.  34  Jackson  Street  and  No.  26  Ilutgers  Street. 

June  1(3,  1900. 

INVESTIGATION  OF  TENEMENT  HOUSE  FIRE. 

34  Jackson  Street. 

The  scene  of  a disastrous  tenement  house  fire  on  June 
15th,  in  which  eleven  (11)  persons  were  killed  and  six  (6) 
injured.  Visited  building  at  10.15  a.  m.  on  June  lGth. 
Building  is  a five-story  front  and  rear  tenement  built  about 
twenty-five  years  ago.  The  rear  building  was  not  dam- 
aged in  any  way.  Examined  the  front  building;  found 
that  the  fire  had  raged  furiously  in  the  public  hallway  and 
stairs,  which  were  almost  burned  entirely  away,  especially 
on  the  three  upper  floors;  it  had  spread  also  to  nearly 
every  one  of  the  rooms  of  the  building,  and  in  most  of  the 
rooms  the  woodwork  was  badly  charred,  plaster  fallen, 
doors  burned,  and  in  some  cases  floors  burned  through, 
bulkhead  entirely  burned  out.  These  hallways  were  con- 
structed entirely  of  wood;  the  hall  partitions  were  wooden 
studs  with  lath  and  plaster;  the  stairs  were  wooden  treads, 
risers  and  strings,  hand-rails  and  banisters;  the  bulkhead 
was  constructed  of  wooden  studs  with  lath  and  plaster. 
The  building  was  equipped  with  fire  escapes  both  front  and 
rear,  and  balconies  on  front  and  rear  took  in  one  window 
of  each  apartment;  they  were  provided  with  vertical  lad- 
ders, however,  instead  of  stairs;  had  they  been  provided 
with  stairs  with  a hand-rail  the  loss  of  life  might  have  been 
less.  One  thing  that  may  have  retarded  somewhat  the 
egress  of  the  tenants  from  the  building  was  that  the  bal- 
conies of  the  fire  escapes  were  placed  somewhat  further  be- 
low the  windows  of  the  apartments  than  is  customary, 
making  it  somewhat  difficult  to  get  out  of  the  windows. 

(Signed.)  Lawrence  Veiller. 
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June  16,  1900. 

INVESTIGATION  OF  TENEMENT  HOUSE  FIRE. 

26  Rutgers  Street. 

The  fire  occurred  on  the  evening  of  June  15th.  Visited, 
scene  of  fire  at  10.45  a.  m.,  on  June  16th.  The  building 
is  a new  six-story  and  basement  “double-decker”  tene- 
ment house,  erected  in  1899.  Excepting  on  the  first  and 
second  floors  the  fire  was  confined  entirely  to  the  public 
hallway  and  stairs,  with  the  exception  of  having  reached 
the  south  air-shaft  in  the  adjoining  building  on  the  second 
and  third  floors,  evidently  having  communicated  through 
the  front  apartment  on  that  side  of  the  house.  The  halls 
and  stairs  in  this  building  were  constructed  fireproof,  the 
hall  partition  being  brick  walls  and  the  stairs  being  iron 
strings  and  risers  with  slate  treads  and  iron  banisters  with 
wooden  hand-rail,  the  wainscoting  in  the  hall  and  in  the 
stairs  metal.  On  each  floor  there  were  doors  shutting  off 
the  apartments  and  private  halls  from  the  staircase;  these 
doors  where  they  were  closed  undoubtedly  saved  the 
building,  as  the  stair  side  of  them  was  found  to  be  charred 
and  burned,  while  the  other  side  was  intact,  and  except- 
ing on  the  first  and  second  floors  the  fire  did  not  get  be- 
yond these  doors. 

The  building  contains  three  families  on  a floor  — two  in 
the  front  and  one  in  the  rear — and  is  provided  with  fire 
escapes  on  both  front  and  rear;  the  balconies  on  the  front 
take  in  one  window  of  each  apartment,  and  those  on  the 
rear  take  in  only  one  window,  but  there  is  only  one  family 
living  in  the  rear.  The  fire  escapes  are  provided  with 
ladders  instead  of  stairs. — Signed,  Lawrence  Veiller. 


APPENDIX  No.  2 


EXTRACTS  FROM  THE  REPORTS 

OF 

Chiefs  of  Battalions  of  the  Fire  Department 

ON  CERTAIN  TENEMENT  HOUSE  FIRES 

OCCURRING  BETWEEN 


JANUARY  \ AND  JULY  t,  1900 ♦ 


REPORTS  OF  CHIEFS  OF  BATTALIONS  OF  THE 
FIRE  DEPARTMENT  ON  SOME  OF  THE 
EXTENDED  TENEMENT  HOUSE  FIRES, 
JANUARY  J to  JULY  lf  1900. 

January  2d — 754  First  Avenue, 

Fire  occurred  at  1.11  a.  m.  (in  the  night).  Found  that 
all  the  occupants  from  the  second  floor  up  were  cut  off 
from  means  of  escape  on  account  of  flames  on  stairway 
and  rear  fire  escape,  the  flames  being  driven  by  a strong 
northwest  wind  at  that  time  which  enveloped  the  whole 
fire  escape  on  the  rear  of  the  building;  ordered  third  alarm 
and  jumping-out  nets.  Firemen  were  at  this  fire  5 hours 
and  30  minutes.  During  its  progress,  so  far  as  ascertained, 
there  were  35  persons  rescued  from  the  different  floors  by 
the  officers  and  men  of  the  Department,  with  35-  and  85- 
foot  extension  and  scaling  ladders,  jumping  nets  and 
other  appliances  for  life-saving.  Loretto  Leonard,  aged  6 
years,  was  suffocated  by  heat  and  smoke  on  the  fifth 
floor. — Signed,  John  Welsh,  Chief  of  8th  Battalion. 

January  6th — 305  East  92d  Street. 

Fire  started  at  12.09  a.  m.  (in  the  night).  Cause  of  fire 
unknown.  Originated  in  the  cellar  and  extended  to  the 
first,  second,  third,  fourth  and  fifth  floors  by  light-shaft 
and  stairway.  Mrs.  Mary  Southerly,  aged  10  years; 
Frank  Southerly,  aged  9 years,  and  James  Southerly, 
aged  4 years,  were  burned  to  death  on  the  fifth  floor,  front, 
before  the  arrival  of  the  Department  forces,  and  Mary 
Southerly,  aged  13  years,  was  slightly  burned  about  the 
hands  and  legs;  was  removed  in  ambulance  to  Presbyte- 
rian Hospital.  Charles  H.  Southerly,  Firemen  Martin  H. 
O’Leary,  Charles  S.  McCarthy  and  Michael  Dean,  of  En- 
gine Company  No.  22,  were  overcome  by  gas  while  work- 
ing in  the  cellar,  and  were  removed  in  ambulance  to  the 
Presbyterian  Hospital.  Fireman  Charles  McCarthy,  of 
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Engine  Company  No.  22,  rescued  two  children  from  the 
fifth  floor  by  fire  escape  and  assisted  in  the  rescue  of  a 
Mrs.  Goodwin  from  the  fifth  floor,  and  members  of  Hook 
and  Ladder  Company  No.  13  assisted  several  persons 
down  the  fire  escape  and  ladders.  Fireman  Patrick  H. 
McCartie  of  Hook  and  Ladder  Company  No.  13  rescued  a 
Mrs.  Gordon  from  the  fifth  floor  by  fire  escape  and  a 35- 
foot  ladder.  — Signed,  Joseph  P.  Byrne,  Chief  of  10th 
Battalion. 

February  26th — 349  West  84th  Street. 

Nine-story,  fireproof  apartment  house.  The  fire  orig- 
inated in  the  dumbwaiter  shaft  and  extended  through 
the  same  to  the  ninth  floor.  The  fire  was  confined  to  the 
shaft.  Duration  of  the  fire  was  10  minutes. 

March  16th — 208  East  108th  Street. 

Fire  occurred  at  3.37  o’clock  p.  m.  Originated  on  the 
first  floor  and  extended  to  the  roof  through  light  shaft  and 
stairway.  Building  occupied  as  a tenement  house  with 
four  families  on  each  floor.  Sent  ambulance  call  for  the 
purpose  of  removing  Mary  Bechman,  aged  61  years,  to 
hospital.  She  was  found  in  the  hallway  of  the  building  on 
the  third  floor,  her  clothing  on  fire.  She  was  severely 
burned  all  over  the  body  and  was  removed  to  the  Harlem 
Hospital. — Signed,  John  J.  Cashman,  Chief  of  12th  Bat- 
talion. 

March  17th — 23  and  25  Jefferson  Street. 

Fire  occurred  at  8.23  o’clock  a.  m.  Started  on  the  first 
floor  and  extended  through  the  second,  third,  fourth  and 
to  the  sixth  floor.  Cause  unknown.  Twenty  families  in 
the  building.  Members  of  Hook  and  Ladder  Company 
No.  6 assisted  several  persons  on  fire  escapes  to  escape  by 
ladder.— Signed,  James  C.  Brogan,  Chief  of  4th  Battalion. 

April  3d — 130  and  ISO1/,  Essex  Street. 

Fire  occurred  at  5.03  a.  m.  As  far  as  could  he  ascer- 
tained, the  fire  was  caused  by  explosion  of  oil,  gas  or  alco- 
hol; this  from  statement  of  proprietor  of  liquor  store, 
Leon  Singer,  who  would  not  or  could  not  state  definitely 
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which  was  the  cause.  He  was  severely  burned  about  the 
hands,  feet  and  head  and  was  taken  to  Gouverneur  Hos- 
pital in  ambulance.  While  working  in  the  cellar  of  build- 
ing, Fireman  Joseph  Williams,  of  Engine  Company  No.  17, 
was  overcome  by  gas  and  smoke  and  was  revived  by  Dr. 
Fleischmann  and  removed  to  Engine  quarters  of  No.  17 
in  hose  wagon,  he  refusing  to  go  to  a hospital.  The  fire 
was  not  confined  to  the  point  of  starting  by  reason  of  its 
spread  before  the  arrival  of  the  Department  apparatus. 
April  25th — 74  and  76  Forsyth  Street. 

Fire  occurred  at  3.22  o’clock  a.  m.  (in  the  night).  Cause 
of  the  fire  could  not  be  ascertained.  Fire  was  not  confined 
to  point  of  starting  for  the  reason  of  its  having  spread  before 
the  arrival  of  apparatus  of  this  Department.  Twenty-two 
families  in  No.  74  Forsyth  street,  and  18  families  in  No.  76 
Forsyth  street.  On  arrival  at  fire  I found  the  entire  line  of 
stairway  burned  away  from  the  first  floor  to  the  roof  and 
the  fire  spreading  out  in  all  directions  on  every  floor.  All 
the  occupants  were  assisted  down  front  and  rear  fire  escapes 
by  members  of  Hook  and  Ladder  Company  No.  69  and  police 
in  the  vicinity,  except  Annie  Lescrowitz,  aged  13  years, 
burned  to  death.  Amelia  Lescrowitz,  aged  11  years,  John 
Lescrowitz,  aged  6 years,  were  all  burned  to  death.  The 
injured  are  as  follows:  Samuel  Lescrowitz,  aged  38  years, 
burned  about  face  and  neck — not  dangerous.  Michael 
Reshbaum,  aged  63  years,  burned  on  right  band  and  face, 
Beron  Past,  aged  12  years,  burned  on  hands  and  face,  not 
seriously — treated  by  Dr.  Watson  and  removed  by  him  to 
Gouverneur  Hospital  in  ambulance.  The  following  Engine 
Companies  were  at  this  fire:  Nos.  17,  9,  55,  20,  15  and  12; 
also  Hook  and  Ladder  Companies  Nos.  6,  9 and  18.  Dura- 
tion of  fire  was  two  hours.  Firemen  were  on  duty  7 hours 
and  8 minutes. — Signed,  William  Guerin,  Chief  of  4th 
Battalion. 

May  8th — 391  Madison  Street. 

Fire  occurred  at  4.17  o’clock  a.  m.  (in  the  night).  Cause 
of  fire  unknown.  Fire  originated  on  the  second  floor  and 
extended  to  the  third,  fourth,  fifth  and  to  the  roof.  The 
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fire  was  not  confined  to  the  point  of  starting  for  the  reason 
of  its  having  spread  before  the  arrival  of  the  apparatus  of 
the  Department.  Nine  families  in  the  building.  Occu- 
pants assisted  to  street  from  fire  escapes  by  Hook  and  Lad- 
der Companies  11  and  18  and  policemen  on  duty  in  the 
vicinity  of  the  fire.  On  my  arrival  I found  that  the  fire 
had  full  possession  of  the  stairway  from  the  second  floor  to 
the  roof.  The  fire  was  confined  chiefly  to  the  stairway, 
except  on  the  fifth  floor,  where  the  fire  spread  before  the 
arrival  of  Department  apparatus.  Duration  of  the  fire  was 
one  hour.  —Signed,  William  Guerin,  Chief  of  4th  Bat- 
talion. 

May  2 2d — 1091  Park  Avenue. 

Fire  started  at  4.10  o’clock  p.  m.  Originated  in  the 
cellar  wood  bins  and  extended  to  the  first  and  second  floors 
by  the  halls.  Cause  unknown.  Mrs.  Lawrence,  aged  57 
years,  was  taken  from  the  third  floor  by  members  of  Hook 
and  Ladder  Company  No.  13,  down  a 35-foot  ladder. 
They  also  assisted  a number  of  the  tenants  down  the 
rear  fire  escape.  Mrs.  Edward  McShane,  aged  35  years, 
and  her  son  Edward,  aged  4,  died  from  inhaling  hot  air  and 
smoke;  the  mother  lived  about  five  minutes  after  being 
carried  out.  They  were  found  on  the  top  floor  in  the  hall- 
way. Eight  families  to  the  building — two  on  each  floor 
above  the  first.— Signed,  James  J.  McCartney,  Chief  of 
10th  Battalion. 

June  16th — 352  Bast  19th  Street. 

Fire  started  at  10.21  o’clock  p.  m.  (in  the  night). 
Cause  of  fire  unknown.  Upon  arrival  found  fire  in  pos- 
session of  south  rooms  on  the  fourth  floor,  and  while  at 
work  on  the  fourth  floor,  Fireman  Magher,  of  Hook  and 
Ladder  Company  No.  3,  found  Mrs.  Annie  Cannon,  35  years 
old,  overcome  by  smoke  and  unconscious.  She  was  found 
in  the  kitchen  of  rear  room  and  was  taken  to  the  street 
by  stairway  by  members  of  Hook  and  Ladder  Company 
No.  3.  Sent  ambulance  call,  which  wTas  responded  to  by 
ambulance  from  Bellevue  Hospital  where  she  was  taken 
for  treatment.  Duration  of  fire,  4 minutes. 
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June  4th — 217  Delancey  Street. 

Fire  started  at  3.52  o’clock  p.  m.  Started  on  the  first 
floor  and  extended  through  the  second,  third,  fourth,  fifth 
and  sixth  floors.  Cause  unknown.  Also  extended  to  the 
neighboring  building,  44  Pitt  street,  and  did  considerable 
damage.  Fire  was  not  confined  to  the  point  of  starting 
for  reason  that  it  had  spread  before  the  arrival  of  the  ap- 
paratus of  the  Department.  Eighteen  families  in  217 
Delancey  street;  18  families  in  44  Pitt  street.  Duration 
of  fire,  1 hour. — Signed,  William  Guerin,  Chief  of  4th 
Battalion. 

June  15th — 34  Jackson  Street. 

Fire  started  at  2.30  o’clock  a.  m.  (in  the  night). 
Originated  on  the  second  floor  and  extended  to  the  first, 
third,  fourth  and  fifth  floors.  Cause  of  fire  was  unknown. 
The  fire  was  not  confined  to  the  point  of  starting  for  the 
reason  that  it  had  spread  before  the  arrival  of  the  ap- 
paratus of  the  Department.  There  were  eight  families  in 
the  building.  On  my  arrival  at  the  fire  I found  the  fire  in 
possession  of  the  stairway  from  the  main  hall  on  the  first 
floor  to  the  bulkhead  on  the  roof,  and  spreading  from  the 
halls  to  the  apartments.  The  following  named  is  a list 
of  the  dead  from  asphyxiation  and  burns  whose  bodies 
were  taken  to  the  Delancey  Street  Station  House:  Mary 
Marion,  aged  35  years;  Joseph  Marion,  aged  40  years; 
Elizabeth  Marion,  aged  7 years;  Ella  Marion,  aged  6 
years;  Elsie  Marion,  aged  4 years;  Anthony  Marion, 
aged  1 year;  William  Carter,  aged  40  years;  Joseph  Carter, 
aged  12  years;  1 unidentified  woman  supposed  to  be  Mrs. 
William  Carter,  aged  38,  and  Kate  Carter,  aged  15  years. 
The  following  are  the  list  of  the  injured  at  Gouverneur 
Hospital:  Mary  Marion,  aged  18  years,  asphyxiation  and 
shock — may  recover:  Margaret  Marion,  asphyxiation  and 
shock;  Frank  Marion,  aged  12  years,  asphyxiation  and 
shock,  also  burned  on  body;  baby  (male),  Carter  family, 
1 year  old;  shock;  Patrick  Byrnes,  aged  23  years;  burns, 
shock,  asphyxiation  and  injured  internally ; may  die. 
Duration  of  fire,  1 hour  and  15  minutes.  On  duty  2 hours 
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and  15  minutes.  The  following  engine  companies  were 
present:  Engine  Company  Nos.  15,  11  and  17,  and  Hook 
and  Ladder  Company  Nos.  16  and  18. — Signed,  William 
Guerin,  Chief  1th  Battalion. 

June  15th — 26  Rutgers  Street. 

Fire  originated  at  8.45  o’clock  p.  m.  Started  on  the 
first  floor  and  extended  to  the  second,  third  and  fourth 
floors.  Damage  slight.  Cause  of  fire  not  ascertained. 
The  fire  was  not  confined  to  the  point  of  starting  for  the 
reason  it  had  spread  before  the  arrival  of  the  apparatus  of 
the  Department.  Eighteen  families  in  the  building.  The 
body  of  a woman,  supposed  to  be  Mrs.  Rutkoff,  aged  about 
35  years,  was  found  on  the  stairs  leading  from  the  hall  of 
the  first  floor  to  the  west  area;  she  had  been  burned  to 
death.  The  body  was  turned  over  to  the  police  on  duty 
at  the  fire.  The  following  is  a list  of  the  injured  who  were 
removed  to  the  Gouverneur  Hospital:  Ella  Hart,  aged  14 
years,  sprained  arm;  Joseph  Jacobson,  2 weeks  old,  over- 
come with  smoke;  Ida  Yellin,  aged  17  years,  sprained 
foot;  Joseph  Yellin,  aged  35  years,  broken  leg;  Dora 
Aaronson,  aged  22  years,  sprained  foot;  Meyer  Kahn,  aged 
37  years,  severely  burned,  face,  body  and  hands.  Duration 
of  fire,  30  minutes.  On  duty  1 hour  and  15  minutes. — 
Signed,  William  Guerin,  Chief  4th  Battalion. 


